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BILLY GREY AND NORMAN Thomas were playing cards against some suckers at a poker 
table. The two gamblers played in a basement, and no one knew they were partners — they came 
in separately and acted like total strangers. 

When you have the Gift, maintaining a quiet head is paramount. 

Keeping up their scam was all about letting the other players taste the fleeting flavor of 
victory, as if they were in control. 

"Trip aces," Billy said, laying down his cards. 

The others watched with indignant huffs. With stakes so high, no one batted an eye at the 
losers' departure. 

Guy on my right with a two of spades and six of hearts, Norman said to Billy, without 
speaking or moving his eyes. Nice hand, by the way. 

Billy smiled privately — his hand was nice. After trip aces, he managed to get two pocket 
kings. Twenty minutes later, he took first place and Norman took second, just as planned. Their 
winnings amounted to $7,500, which they split right down the middle. 

They didn't have each other's phone number or email. Their homes were ten miles apart, 
and they never met for drinks. They kept in touch without speaking out loud, or even being 
within earshot. And now, driving in different cars, they conversed as if connected via Bluetooth. 

Don 't Tommy got a tournament next w — say, you feel that? 

Billy just about waved it off until he felt it, too. 

It was a sharp penetration to his temple, like an acute migraine. For just a second, he 
actually believed someone had found them out, and had put a bullet in his head. That's how 
much it hurt. 

The pain caused him to lose control of his car. His hands violently ripped the steering 
wheel both ways as he attempted to straighten the vehicle. His car careened madly through 
traffic, met with blaring horns and screeching brakes. He hit a guy on a motorcycle, and Billy felt 
the impact travel through his seat. The guy's body flew past his windshield and Billy heard the 
man's brief yell, like the caw of a swooping crow. Billy's car dragged the bike along with it, 
jittering his steering wheel and carving sparks from the pavement. He crushed his brake pedal 
and his car veered sideways, intersecting the yellow paint in the center of the road. Another car 



smashed into his, shattering his windshield and all the glass on the passenger side. His airbag 
whoofed out as fast as that searing pain in his temple, and he smacked into it face-first. The 
cartilage in his nose ripped open and blood spattered over the white cushion. 

While all that happened, Norm's voice screamed in his head: 

Feel that? Did yafeel that? Shit shit shit! 

Car alarms whined. People yelled, probably at him. An ambulance sounded somewhere. 
The suitcase of his winnings had popped open in the passenger seat, and dollar bills fluttered in 
his car. To the onlookers, he probably looked like a drug dealer. 

Billy! Norm shouted into his head. Did you feel that? 

Course Ifuckin did! We 've got some driving to do. That ping was almost fifty miles east. 
Come pick me up. Now. 

They'd miss the next tournament, but who cared? Billy had never felt a ping so close. 
Usually, the ping was too far away, and others would get there first. It was hard to win when that 
happened — almost impossible, really. Most of the game was about luck. 

But this time, they were the lucky ones. This time, they'd get a taste of the Growth. 

When Norman arrived, Billy hurried to repack what money he could. No one seemed to 
care that the perpetrator was getting away, or seem to notice his abandoned vehicle. Strangely, as 
a reporter later wrote, no one involved remembered how the accident happened. It was all 
chalked up to a shit happens sort of moment. Insurance claims were paid, but no arrests were 
made, and no charges were filed. In fact, no one could say where all those dollar bills had come 
from. 

To them, Billy Grey and Norman Thomas didn't exist. 

Julia Frond was in the middle of a business meeting when she felt it — that hot-knife pain in her 
right temple. She yelped, jumped from her chair, and strode to the panoramic window looking 
out over Houston. The other partners watched her in the abrupt silence. 
"Julia!" Brock said, his chair rolling back as he stood. 

He was the oldest little shit in the room, nearing that age where he'd wear diapers instead 
of underwear. Of course she knew he didn't just yet . . . he wouldn't switch for another six 
months. That was the thing about being her — she knew those kinds of things. 



"I'm all right," she said. The whole room was standing now, appraising her. She wished 
they'd all sit down. Not strangely at all, they did sit down. That was another thing about being 
her — people generally listened. "I'm afraid I'll have to cut this short, gentlemen. I'll send in my 
assistant." 

"You're leaving?" Brock said, his eyes magnified hugely in his glasses. "Now? We 
haven't even started negotiating!" 

Julia stepped forward, and he sat back in his chair, like he was afraid to be too close. She 
bit her tongue. If she could get there first and claim the new kid, she could own half of Texas 
before the year's end. She could make them sign, and none of this would matter. The Growth 
was a rare opportunity to join the elite — the guys like Chad Stevenson. 

Now that was a man she could respect. 

She felt those two other goons already on their way. One was named Billy, the other was 
Norman. They felt like amateurs, ones she could deal with. But if they got there first, she'd lose 
her advantage. 

So she took the company plane. 

Moments before Julia Frond felt the ping of the newly awakened Gift, Chad Stevenson stood 
stark naked against the morning sun. His body felt stronger, his mind sharper, his powers 
greater. He knew this feeling well: the heightening of potential that accompanied the Growth — 
the claim of another Gifted. 

The grass had a fresh coat of dew. It was only forty degrees out, but he wasn't cold. How 
could he be? The claim filled his blood with hot vigor. The teenage girl he'd taken lay dead 
beside a tree, her body nude, her throat cut, her legs wide open. 

He'd won yet again. 

As he reveled in his increased abilities, his body stiffened as he felt that familiar ping 
from the east. That feeling — the awakening of a new Gifted — used to hurt so much. It was how 
he imagined sex was for women: painful at first, the penetration of some virginal tissue, but after 
enough times, it felt good, maybe the best feeling in existence. 

He dressed slowly. There was no rush. The younger Gifted always felt pressed for time, 
following some silly notion that being first was paramount. If they claimed the kid, he'd claim 



them, taking a two-for-one. Not unlike sales, being Gifted came down to bargains and revenue. It 
was simple, really: expend less than you take, take more than you expend. 
And don't ever, ever get caught with your pants down. 

The only time he slipped up was when he wrote that book about the Gift. He never 
intended the book to be seen — it essentially educated the other Gifted: it was like teaching your 
prey how to chew through the snare. 

But someone had stolen it. Someone was making copies and handing them out, taunting 
him. No matter how many he found, there were always more in circulation. Worse, that person 
never showed up on his mental radar, suggesting invisibility through extreme cleverness. 

And how do you find an invisible man? 

More Growths meant more power, more power meant a farther reach, and a farther reach 
meant more information. More information meant less places to hide. 
It was just a matter of time. 



